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PaulL. Errington: 
His Life and Work 
MATTH EW WYNN SIVI LS 
Trapper, ecologist, and nature writer Paul Errington dedicated his 
life to the understanding and preservation of wetland environments 
and to the rich diversity of wildlife that calls tl1em home. Through 
his technical research as well as in his popular writing, Errington 
challenged us to change the way we think about and value marshlands. 
He was one of tl1e most innovative, forward-thinking, and influential 
ecologists of his day, and his lifetime of exploring and working in 
midwestern glacial marshes culminated in his natural history classic, 
Of Men and Marshes. 
Errington was born on June 14, 1902, in east-central South 
Dakota. His education in wetland ecology began in rural Brookings 
Cow1ty, where his mother's parents had homesteaded on land 
adjacent to Lake Tetonkaha. The young Errington spent many of 
his formative years exploring this lake, as well as other local marshes, 
ponds, and riverbanks. The area would prove the perfect environment 
for nurturing his love of the outdoors, a process he chronicled in his 
posthumously published The Red Gods Cali. 
When he was eight years old Errington contracted polio, but he 
did not allow the disease to interfere with his love of the outdoors, 
especially of hunting and target shooting, both of which he continued 
to do over the next few years. As he related, "My main problem was 
relearning to walk; and my most rapid gains in walking were linked 
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with my development as a shooter at the beginning of my teens."1 
On Saturdays he and the neighborhood boys went on extended 
hikes, stopping to plink at improvised targets with their .22 rifles. 
Errington-still recovering from the damage polio had done to his 
legs-would struggle to keep pace, lagging behind and then running 
to catch up, until by the end of the trip he would resign himself to 
following from as much as a half-mile behind. 
1he young Errington was determined to improve both his walking 
and his marksmanship. In a teenaged friend named Kirk Mears he 
found the key to doing both. This long-legged boy was a remarkable 
shot, and he and Errington got into the habit of shouldering their 
rifles and walking long distances, sometimes thirty miles in a day. 
Though his friend never slowed his pace (Errington recalled, "If he 
ever tired I never knew of it"), he would stop from time to time to 
engage in shooting contests. 1l1ese grueling hikes paid off two-fold: 
"Gradually I found I had less and less fatigue to hide," Errington 
writes. "Gradually, too, I gained on him in the shooting."2 
When he was not shooting or walking along the banks of Lake 
Tetonkaha, Errington could be found making good use of the 
Brookings County Library. He had a special fondness for writers like 
Ernest Thompson Seton and Jack London, who penned adventure 
stories about hunting, woodcraft, and trapping. By 1915, at the age of 
thirteen, he decided to become a professional trapper. "I was thinking 
that maybe I should quit school and go up north as a wilderness 
trapper," he later explained. "However, I was not ready to annotmce 
my professional ambitions at home for fear they would not be well 
received .... (My mother and stepfather wanted me to go to college 
and study to become a professor)."3 1hey did, however, support his 
recreational trapping and in doing so helped set him on the path to 
gain a deep understanding of marshland ecosystems, an experience 
that served him well once he did indeed become a professor. 
Errington set about trapping minks, muskrats, weasels, and other 
animals, and he made a little money selling the pelts. By age fifteen, 
firmly entranced with the idea of living an adventurous outdoor life, 
he was ready to announce to his family that he was going to quit 
school, move to the Canadian nord1, and become a professional 
trapper. He reasoned, "Why should I continue going to school when 
I knew what I wanted to do? Alii would need up in the wilderness 
would be an ax, a rifle, traps, and the simplest equipment for cooking, 
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sleeping, mending clothes, and so on-all to be taken in one canoe-
load." His idea was not well received. After months of arguments with 
his mother, during a time that he admitted "surely did not represent 
my most enjoyable personality phase," the family decided he would 
have to delay his wilderness life until after high school.4 
That did not stop him from beginning preparations for an 
adventure. He convinced his family and teachers to allow him to leave 
school for the month of December (with the tmderstanding he would 
make up the missed work) to embark on what he termed his "first real 
trapping expedition."5 Situating his base of operations on an island 
at Lake Tetonkaha, near his family's farm, he set up his first trapping 
camp, based largely on descriptions of such C<tmps in the books of 
Ernest Thompson Seton. He spent the next month trapping, learning 
how to stay warm in the harsh South Dakota winter, and surviving on 
a diet composed largely of muskrat meat. 
In 1920, having just graduated from high school, eighteen-year-
old Errington made good on his dream of spending a winter trapping 
in the wilds of the north. He chose as his location the Big Bog 
wilderness area of northern Minnesota, a rugged land composed of 
swamps and streams and hardwood forests and virtually unmarred by 
human hands. Errington found it a paradise of wildlife. In addition to 
its rich diversity of birds, he encountered timber wolves, moose, and 
caribou. It was also a haven for valuable furbearers such as fishers and 
lynxes, as well as for those animals such as minks, muskrats, weasels, 
and foxes that he had grown up trapping. He set up his headquarters 
in a shack along a remote stretch of the Tamarack River and spent 
the following months living off the land. His early years of hwuing 
and trapping served him well during his stay in the Big Bog; skilled 
with rifle and trap, he never wanted for food. The main challenge was 
working in the extreme cold of the northern Minnesota winter, where 
at times the temperature dropped to forty or fifty below. At the end of 
his stay he had generated a "modest" profit from the sale of his furs, 
but in looking back on the experience, Errington admitted, "For the 
most part, memories are what the Big Bog paid off in: memories of 
northern terrain, of cold, of deep-snow traplines, of wilderness wild 
creatures-whether a squalling lynx or a white-footed mouse that 
cached prune pits in my footwear.'>6 
His experiences in the natural world also paid off in another way. In 
the wilds of the Big Bog or along the tamer banks of Lake Tetonkaha, 
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his time spent in the marshes proved crucial to the development 
of his ecological consciousness, to his appreciation of the complex 
interrelationships fow1d in the marshland environment. Errington 
himself seemed fully aware of the larger importance of these early 
. . 
trappmg excurstons: 
About this time I became interested in the adaptations of living things 
for living .... And I began to see vaguely that there were rules of 
order behind natural imerrelationships. Predation was not a simple 
matter of a predator having an appetite for a given kind of prey and 
then going out and killing a victim at will. A given kind of animal 
did not live just anywhere it pleased. Some things that at first looked 
simple were turning out to be not simple at all as I learned more about 
them."7 
The teenage Errington was particularly interested in the complicated 
life cycles of, and interplay between, minks and muskrats. His curiosity 
about this classic predator-prey relationship went well beyond that 
of a trapper seeking more knowledge about the habits of his quarry. 
Instead, it was with the inquisitiveness of a fledgling naturalist that he 
began to watch those animals that lived and hunted and died in their 
marshland home. He was fascinated with the behavior of muskrats, 
especially during the lean times when they were most susceptible 
to predation by minks. He notes: "Quite early in my experience I 
learned that wintering crises for muskrats were worth studying." 
He was intrigued by "winter-wandering muskrats," who "were thin, 
often with wounds from encounters with their own kind," or those 
unfortunate individuals who with "feet and eyes frozen ... might 
sit dying or perhaps lie newly dead on the snow."8 He would spend 
hours trailing minks to better learn their hunting habits. Honing his 
tracking skills, he became adept at recognizing those places where 
predator and prey had fought their battles. He could read the drama 
of predation scrawled in frantic footprints across the snow, a story that 
often ended in blood along the icy bank. 
Following his winter in the wilds of Minnesota's Big Bog, he 
returned home to Brookings and to a relieved mother, who greeted 
him by saying, '"You are actually home!' as though she had never 
expected to see [him] again."9 But by June of 1921, he was again 
on a wilderness trip, this time to the forests of Northern Ontario, a 
wilderness no less treacherous and even more remote than that which 
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he had experienced in upper Minnesota. As Errington described it, 
"1he Canadian wilderness had neither an inimic<U nor a friendly 
aspect-only an impersonality and an unfeelingness that I often 
compared with interstellar space. The northern wilderness offered no 
personal challenge to anyone unless one chose to make a challenge 
out of the fact that it was there--as were the stars-in magnificent 
impersonality. If anything was there that could live, it lived; if it 
could not live, it did not."10 This trip to the Canadian north, with 
its considerable dangers, made Errington re-evaluate his life. After a 
momentary failure of judgment led him to nearly paddle his canoe 
into powerful rapids that surely would have killed him, he began to 
think he needed the discernment that came with maturity before 
taking on the life of a full-time trapper. As he put it, "My mistaken 
judgment upstream from that rapid had been the one thing to bring 
me around to put it frankly to myself that the Canadian wilderness was 
too dangerous for me at that stage of my development."1 1 So after just 
a few weeks in Canada, Errington returned home "to grow up some 
more." He spent the next several years farming and contemplating 
what to do with himself. While continuing to hunt and trap in his 
spare time, he also explored the possibility of becoming a professional 
boxer. Then, in 1925, he enrolled at South Dakota State College. 12 He 
found that he could pay for most of his undergraduate education with 
the income he realized from pelts, and this endeavor, coupled with his 
hunting and camping trips, allowed him to continue spending much 
of his free time at Lake Tetonka.ha and the surrounding areas he knew 
so well. 
Dtuing this period his interest in becoming an author grew. He 
says, "I fancied myself an authority on minks and muskrats and was 
anxious to put my wisdom down on paper. I also thought, in those 
years before ever having heard of a rejection slip, that I could occupy 
myself profitably by writing fiction." 13 But first he had some stylistic 
weaknesses to overcome: "Mine was all he-man fiction, with nothing 
of love or romance in it. My stories were of trappers, northern 
wilderness, and ring fights. My early literary taste ran to modifiers .... 
The North of my fiction was foreboding, baleful, menacing, merciless; 
it was a land of hardship, desolation, and immutable silences, yet of 
haunting, exquisite, ethereal beauty."14 His boxing fiction suffered 
from the same problem: "When one of my ring heroes let go with a 
left hook, he did not merely sock. His was a staggering, cnmching, 
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shattering, paralyzing blow .... One of my critics from the English 
Department of South Dakota State told me I did not have to knock 
out the reader .... When I ultimately realized that my manuscripts 
were awful, I destroyed them with a greater feeling of accomplishment 
than their creation had given me."15 The destruction of those early 
manuscripts represented the beginning of his writing career, not 
the end of it. The same persistence and discipline that had helped 
him overcome polio, become an expert shot, learn the intricacies of 
trapping, and weather the harsh conditions of the Big Bog served 
him once again in his development as a writer. "I wrote and wrote-
sometimes late into an evening-sitting on the side of a bed, with 
lantern or lamp on one wooden shotgun shell case in front of me and 
the manuscript on another."16 
After graduating from South Dakota State, Errington decided 
to enter the doctoral program at the University of Wisconsin, 
beginning his studies in 1929. He had been awarded a three-year 
fellowship jointly ftmded by tl1e Sporting Arms and Ammunition 
Manufacturer's Institute and the U.S. Biological Survey, which would 
pay for his studies and finance his fieldwork. 17 Errington applied 
himself to graduate studies with his characteristically intense focus. 
According to one of his former professors, A. W. Schorger, "Only a 
brief acquaintance with Paul was necessary to reveal his singleness 
of purpose and intense interest in his investigations. Even in his last 
years it was sometimes difficult to steer the conversation from what 
he was doing."18 Schorger offers a good example of both Errington's 
devotion to his career and of his sense of humor: "During his graduate 
period he was frequently at our table. My small boys pestered him 
to be given a ride in his open car or taken on his field trips. All this 
he looked upon as interference or a waste of time. One summer I 
received a package containing a wolf trap. A day or so later I received 
a card stating: 'I am sending you an instrument with which to catch 
those brats."'1? 
Errington had an advantage over most young men embarking on a 
graduate program. By the time he decided to pursue his doctorate, he 
had already completed an intensive apprenticeship in his chosen field 
of study; he had spent more tl1an thirteen winters (1915-1928) as a 
serious outdoorsman. This firsthand knowledge of the lifecycles and 
habits of marshland creatures, of the interrelationships between these 
organisms and their habitat, set him apart. No one was more aware of 
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how well his lifetime in the outdoors had prepared him for his career 
than Errington himself. In the introduction to his doctoral thesis he 
wrote that his project had benefitted from his "many years of hunting, 
trapping (including six full winters as a professional trapper), and 
additional outdoor experience."20 
It was during his time as a graduate student at Wisconsin that 
Errington met a man who would eventually become one of the 
most profoundly influential figures in environmental thought: 
Aldo Leopold. Errington perhaps saw in Leopold a kindred spirit: 
both were avid outdoorsmen, both respected the complexities of 
biological interdependencies, and both possessed what seemed 
an intrinsic tmderstanding of the need for humanity to rethink its 
abusive relationship with the natmal world. Contrary to a common 
misconception, Errington was never actually a student of Leopold's. 
Nevertheless, the two soon became informal students of each other's 
work.2 1 In a testament to their close relationship, when Leopold 
died in 1948, Errington was asked to write his mentor's obituary 
for The journal of Wildlife 1\1anagement. There, he reveals as much 
about himself as about Leopold: "I was never formally his student. 
Informally, I moved in on him, his home, and his library for homs at 
a stretch, talking 'shop' or anything else. I wasn't a restful satellite and 
sometimes argued in an evening until neither of us could sleep long 
after going to bed, but he was gracious toward me and patient with 
my ex -trapper's social deficiencies."22 
In 1943, a difference of opinion arose between the two regarding 
an ambitious joint research project on quail population dynamics at 
Prairie du Sac, Wisconsin. As Robert E. Kohler explains, at its core 
the disagreement was about the different ways the two men collected 
and interpreted field data. Errington's method-originating in part 
from his experiences as a trapper who had learned the intimate 
behaviors of the animals on which he focused-was based upon 
rigorous observations of a small study site. He studied the population 
dynamics of an area as if he lived there himself, as if he were a quail 
(or a muskrat or a mink) facing real dilemmas in real environments, 
and the method resulted in a meticulous portrait of the ebbs and 
flows of animal numbers at the site. Leopold, who took a broader, 
conservationist's overview of the environment, had trouble grasping 
Errington's approach. Neither method by itself could fully indicate 
the reasons for all population fluctuations, and interpreting these 
introduction xv 
Errington, Paul. Bur Oak Book : Of Men and Marshes. Iowa City, IA, USA: University Of Iowa Press, 2012. ProQuest ebrary. Web. 1 April 2015.
Copyright © 2012. University Of Iowa Press. All rights reserved. 
fluctuations became a sticking point between Leopold and Errington. 
Kohler writes, "To Errington, Leopold seemed to have an imperfect 
grasp of the facts. To Leopold, Errington seemed to be drawing 
unwarranted conclusions from imperfect data. In the end Leopold 
withdrew, leaving Errington (reluctantly) to publish under his name 
alone."23 Despite such disagreements, Errington still admired his 
mentor, writing that Leopold's "greatness, as I regard it, lay in the 
fact that he loved and worked and fought for something greater than 
himself or any other man. He knew of the peace that outdoor values 
may give to receptive minds and he wanted those values safeguarded 
and increased."24 
Errington himself possessed these same traits, as well as a 
combination of other talents for wildlife research. He was at home 
both in the field and in the study, capable of compiling data and then 
interpreting it in ways that made significant contributions, and he 
did so from the very start of his graduate career. In the bibliography 
of his dissertation, the prolific Errington cites thirteen of his own 
already published research articles. In fact, between 1929 and 1932 
(the year he finished his graduate studies), Errington published over 
twenty scientific and popular wildlife management articles, an average 
of about seven a year.25 It was a remarkable level of production, made 
even more so by the fact that Errington was the sole author of each 
one. 
With his Ph.D. and a recommendation by Leopold in hand, 
Errington was hired by Iowa State College (present-day Iowa State 
University), where he joined the faculty as an assistant professor of 
zoology and where, for three years, he led the college's Cooperative 
Wildlife Research Unit. Leopold and Errington remained steady 
correspondents, sharing ideas and critiquing each other's drafts. 
Errington was one of six people Leopold solicited for comments on 
the draft of his landmark text Game Management, and in that book he 
cites the young man's research over thirty times.26 
In 1934, Errington married Carolyn Storm, whom he had known 
growing up in Brookings, and who in the interim had become both 
a trained musician and a graduate of the University of Minnesota 
School of Law. lheirs was a remarkably collaborative relationship. 
According to Carolyn, when Errington proposed marriage he told her 
he wanted a wife who would be more than just a spouse; he wanted an 
intellectual partner, someone who would be involved in his research.27 
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Paul Errington standing on a muskrat lodge, ca. 15)55. 
Paul Errington examining a deeck nest, ca. 1 5)53. 
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He could hardly have asked for a better collaborator. A skilled writer 
in her own regard, she soon became what he termed his "best literary 
critic,"28 tightening his sometimes overwrought prose and serving as a 
sounding board for his ideas. She seemed equally comfortable making 
substantive comments about both his scientific articles and his more 
popular works. 
As the years passed, Errington conducted an epic series of wetland 
research projects-often devoted to muskrat ecology. He did field 
studies in Iowa, North Dakota, South Dakota, Wyoming, Utah, 
Idaho, Montana, Oregon, Nebraska, Georgia, Florida, the Canadian 
Provinces of Saskatchewan and Manitoba, and even, in 1940, 
back in Minnesota's Big Bog. Errington spent an estimated 32,000 
hours studying Iowa marshes alone. He was, as Scherger puts it, "as 
acclimated to marshes as the muskrat itself."29 
Through his extensive research, Errington reshaped our 
understanding of how predators affect the populations of their prey. 
Before his publications triggered a wholesale reconsideration of how 
predation operated, most people, even experienced wildlife managers, 
thought that predators could dramatic<illy reduce the population 
of their prey, even to tl1e point of eradication. In the pre-Errington 
calculus of hunters and land managers, fewer predators meant more 
game. Errington's years of studying mink predation on muskrats 
led, however, to a more nuanced understanding of how predation 
operates. He discovered that predators, rather than eliminating their 
prey, tended just to trim off the excess population. As Pritchard et 
al. point out, Errington's new way of defining predation tuged 
abandonment of the prior flawed understanding of predation that 
had led to such problems as the federally mandated extermination 
of wolves, coyotes, and cougars.30 Using mink predation on muskrats 
as tl1e model, Errington's research showed tl1at predators could prey 
successfully upon only those species that had an excess population to 
begin with, otherwise they would be forced to find otl1er, easier-to-
catch sources of food. This revelation, which he called the theory of 
the threshold of security, had a profound impact across the field of 
wildlife management.31 
Even if Errington had accomplished no other feat in his life, he 
would still be known in the realm of ecology as the man who redefined 
predation, but, as Ofi\1en a11d Marshes demonstrates, he was also an 
adept nature writer. As an employee of the state of Iowa, Errington 
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Paul Errington, ca. 1955. 
had to make sure that during work homs he devoted his time solely 
to research and writing of a technical nature. Popular writing, even of 
the scientific nonfiction variety, was viewed as a potential misuse of 
funds. So after years of writing in his spare time on what he jokingly 
called his '"Stmday morning' manuscript,"32 Errington began to 
shape what would become OfMen and Marshes. By the end of 1954, 
he was ready to shop it around to publishers. His first attempt was 
with Knopf, whose editor Philip Vaudrin reluctantly turned it down 
because, while admitting tl1at he personally liked it very much (even 
saying he would buy a copy as soon as another press published it), he 
was not convinced that the book would find a profitable audience.33 
Errington next sent the manuscript to Macmillan, along with a copy 
of the rejection letter from Knopf. He told the Macmillan editors tl1at 
he felt he should share witl1 them Knopf's reasoning for rejecting the 
book, but he also explained that the Knopf editors had misunderstood 
his intended audience. He wrote, "The readers that I have in mind are 
not especially the professional conservationists and research groups 
but the general class that responded so favorably to Aldo Leopold's 
Sand County Almanac."34 
Macmillan's editors saw promise in the book but requested a 
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substantial revision before further considering it for publication. 1l1ey 
also asked Errington if he would suggest an illustrator, and he did: 
'~bert Hochbaum, of Delta Manitoba, would be my first choice as 
an illustrator, if he could do the pictures within a reasonable time. 
He is an excellent artist who has specialized in scenes of waterfowl 
and marshes .... His familiarity with marshes and marsh life plus 
enthusiasm for this particular assignment might result in some really 
inspired work on the drawing board."35 Hochbaum was a man of many 
talents. In addition to his artistic skill, he was an influential wildlife 
biologist who, like Errington, specialized in marshland ecology. A 
former student of Aldo Leopold, Hochbaum had been instrwnental 
in helping Leopold shape and revise his classic collection of wildlife 
essays, A Sand County Almanac.36 Errington even sent a letter to 
Hocl1baum inviting him to offer suggestions on the manuscript,'37 but 
there is no evidence he did so. 
By March 19 56, with the revised draft in hand, Macmillan's editors 
remained uncertain about the manuscript. To help settle the matter, 
the editor of their Outdoor Books Department, Carol H. Woodward, 
took an extra step to gauge the possible profitability of the book. 
She told Errington, "I feel that the best way of putting this book 
across, no matter who publishes it, is to do so through the various 
wildlife and conservation organizations."38 She attended that year's 
Wildlife Conference in New Orleans, where Errington shepherded 
her to various meetings, including a visit with one of his friends, 
Ira Gabrielson, president of the Wildlife Management Institute. 
Woodward was looking for assurances from these organizations that 
they would promote the book to their constituencies. Upon her rettun 
to New York City, she seemed confident the book would sell, so on 
August 24, 1956, she wrote Errington informing him that they were 
ready to offer him a contract.39 
With Macmillan's contract came yet another request for revisions, 
which Errington described this way in a letter to Hochbaum: 
Aside from the expected little things, me smoothing of constructions 
and so on, Miss Woodward advised getting rid of some of the blood 
and dead ducks and dead muskrats-not all, by any means, but 
enough to make for pleasanter reading. She also wanted me ending 
of the Epilogue strengthened, as well as the beginning of Chapter X 
and a few other designated places. I have done most of this, I think, 
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besides strengthening the introduction of the Epilogue, shortening 
sentences and deleting not-wholly-necessary modiliers. 40 
For most of his c.'l!'eer Errington had published with ease in elite 
scientific journals, but now he was learning the ropes of commercial 
publishing. To reach a popular audience, he had to revise the 
manuscript's tone and to temper the sometimes-gory reality of the 
marsh with its "blood and dead ducks." But he agreed that such 
revisions would improve the chances that the book and its 
conservationist message would appeal to a wider readership.4 1 
When Of Men and Marshes was published in 1957, few if any 
other books had taken as their sole topic the beauty and biological 
richness of the midwestern glacial marshlands, and certainly no 
previous book had so eloquently expressed the dire need to save the 
endangered Americ.m wetlands from drainage and other forms of 
human encroachment. Reviewers from scientific journals and popular 
magazines alike praised the book. lhe New Yorker lauded it as a book 
that succeeded in explaining marshland ecology to the layperson 
while also highlighting the hmnan values inherent in the ecosystem: 
"He speaks to us here . . . not as a scientist but as a man and a 
hmnan-his method is to show us a marsh as his home, to escort 
us through it in the different seasons of the year, and let us see for 
ourselves tl1e beauty and wonder that are there. A telling and moving 
experience."42 William Vogt, in a more ecologically dire approach in a 
review for lhe journal of Wildlife Management, lamented tl1at "sights 
he describes from his boyhood will not be seen again in this cycle of 
American civilization-if ever."43 Vogt was all too correct when he 
complained that "fifty years from now the kind of phenomenon he 
is currently recording may have vanished, also, from most of Asia, 
Africa, and South America. Errington's book may be at once history 
and prophecy."44 
While munerous environmental themes emerge from Of Men 
and Marshes, perhaps the most constant and the most indicative of 
Errington's joining of ecological and philosophical concerns is his idea 
that the marshland ecosystem is a precariously ordered realm, but one 
that has an inherent right to exist. Still, he is not overly idealistic; 
he never loses sight of the fact that human interests are part of the 
land-use equation. He refers to this idea on the first page of the book, 
where he asserts, "We need cornfields and economic bases for our 
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civilization, but we also need marshes where they may be said to 
belong."45 This concept of natural belonging, especially as it relates 
to certain key species, reemerges throughout the book: "In spring, I 
always feel that the marshes belong to the ducks"; "No species thrives 
where it does not belong"; "Over most of the continent where glacial 
marshes occur, the marsh edge may be said to belong to the minks as 
much as to any single form."46 Errington concludes by expanding the 
idea of natural belonging to the entirety of the planet, reasoning: "We 
need not feel over-critic.'li of man for looking out for his own interests, 
including means of livelihood, but neither need we commend his 
heavy-handedness in dealing with the exploited earth and with the 
other living things that belong on the earth, too."47 
In describing the ecology of marshland islands, he reminds us that 
our power over the land comes at a cost: "There is friction between 
crowded individuals, there is exploitation of the exploitable, and there 
is death on the islands, but, with man largely out of the scene, the 
processes ofliving and dying have the sanction of a timeless Order. Of 
course, modern man is ofLife, also, yet his dominance and his faculties 
for upsetting so much of the rest of life serve to rule him out of what 
we think of as 'natural' relationships of living things."48 Errington's 
perspective is one born of a lifetime of pragmatic but principled land 
use, and he is refreshingly unencumbered by misplaced ide.'liism or 
flights of spiritual fancy. He respects the sovereignty of wild land 
and invites us to do the same while recognizing that it represents a 
"timeless Order" that we must value even if we have largely removed 
ourselves from it. 
• • • 
Paul Errington died of complications from surgery on November 5, 
1962. In his thirty-year career, he earned an impressive list of awards 
and other honors. He was twice honored by the Wildlife Society 
for outstanding wildlife publication of the year. He appeared in the 
December 22, 1961, issue of Life Magazine, where he was listed beside 
figures such as Rachel Carson, Joseph Wood Krutch, and Roger Tory 
Peterson as being among the top ten naturalists of his day. Just a 
few months before his death, Errington was awarded the American 
Wildlife Society's Aldo Leopold Medal for his accomplishments in 
wildlife conservation. 
xxiv matthew wynn sivils 
Errington, Paul. Bur Oak Book : Of Men and Marshes. Iowa City, IA, USA: University Of Iowa Press, 2012. ProQuest ebrary. Web. 1 April 2015.
Copyright © 2012. University Of Iowa Press. All rights reserved. 
But these munerous honors are secondary to his remarkable 
influence as a prolific writer of both technical and popular scientific 
literature. The fruit of his decades in the field took the form of 
approximately 200 published articles on over thirty-five difterent 
species of birds and mammals. Upon his death he left behind several 
w1published manuscripts that Carolyn Errington then shepherded 
through publication. Under her guidance, three of his books saw 
print after his death: Of Predation and Life (1967), The Red Gods Call 
(1973), and an anthology of his essays, A Question ofValues (1987). 
These posthumously published books are, in many ways, as much 
a testament to Carolyn's devotion to her husband as to Errington's 
devotion to the natural world.49 As Thomas G. Scott wrote in 
Errington's obituary in The journal ofWildlife Management, "To read 
all of Dr. Errington's writings would constitute a liberal education in 
many facets of ecology, wildlife management, and conservation,"50 and 
perhaps no other of his many works embodies all of these elements as 
well, or presents them in as accessible a form, as OfiVJm and JVJarshes. 
At its heart, Errington's book champions marshland environments 
for their non-economic value. "It is time for a reversal of the 
drainage trend," he writes. '1\s members of a presumably rational and 
enlightened society, do we need to let the destruction of our wetland 
values continue as long as someone feels able personally to profit 
cl1ereby?"51 At the 2000 dedication of the Paul L. Errington Marsh 
near Elkhart, Iowa, Carolyn Errington said of her husband's book, 
"His purpose in writing Of Men and Marshes was to prevent drainage 
of remaining marshland. He reasoned that if more people appreciated 
how interesting and beautiful marshes are the year arow1d, there would 
be increased reluctance on the part of the public to allow drainage."52 
Many of the marshland ecosystems Errington studied and loved 
have since been severely damaged or completely drained, often 
to make room for more cropland. In a 2006 study, Pritchard et al. 
examined aerial photos of seven Iowa marshes that Errington had 
frequented in his research. 1hey found that since Errington's day the 
marsh environment available at these sites had decreased 34 percent, 
while the amow1t of developed land at these locations had increased 
26 percent. Combined, these sites were fow1d to have experienced a 
60 percent increase in open water, often to accommodate recreational 
boaters, but with no thought to how that increase of open water 
dramatically reduces habitat for marshland wildlife. Over the past 
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several decades the muskrat, perhaps the single species that most 
fascinated Errington, has suffered a d ramatic decrease in population, 
a decline directly connected to the loss of its marshland habitat. 53 
That so little of the glacial marshland ecosystem that Errington 
admired still exists reveals how poorly we have heeded his warnings 
and how poorly we have understood his rationale for valuing an 
ecosystem for its intrinsic worth rather than its potential for economic 
gain. We have been poor students of a remarkable teacher. At the 
present rate of wetland destruction, Errington's cautionary book will 
continue its transformation from an appeal to save the marshlands 
to a eulogy for the wild places he once hoped we would save. Still, 
there is some hope tl1at a new, perhaps more ecologically sophisticated 
generation will be ready to learn from Errington's guidance. Science 
tends to overwrite the contributions of its innovators by updating, 
modifYing, or obscuring the original genius of the ideas upon which it 
builds, bur in Of Men and Marshes Errington created a literary legacy 
that is now more pressing, more vital than ever. 
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